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Abstract
Anecdotal evidence suggests Australian journalism is changing. This
study borrows from earlier studies carried out in the United States and
Australia to gain a picture of the contemporQ/Y Australian journalist.
This paper is based on a study carried out in the Australian state of
Victoria in late 2007 and early 2008.
Introduction
In August 2007, a number of incidents in news reporting in Australia once again raised ques-
tions about journalists' ethical standards. Channel 7 decided to pay for and publish Australian
Football League players' stolen mf:dical records, defending its decision in terms of exposing the
truth (Ricketson & Wilson, 2007). In a separate incident, three senior journalists from Canberra
released an off-the-record luncheon conversation with former Treasurer Peter Costello, again in
the interest of "exposing the truth" (Smith, 2007; Walker, 2007). And in yet another incident,
during the 2007 federal election campaign a journalist was involved in a series of emails to an
independent candidate relating to the direction of voting preferences (Crouch, 2007).
Such incidents help explain why Australian journalists are not generally regarded as
trustworthy professionals. In one survey, 85 per cent of respondents said the media were "often
biased" in reporting events (Roy Morgan Research, 2006), and a majority of those surveyed (77
per cent for TV and 69 per cent for print) said they believed journalists invaded people's privacy
unnecessarily. In the same survey, 28 per cent said they considered that the news media were
doing a "good" job; 47 per cent considered the news media to be doing a "fair" job of covering
critical issues; and 24 per cent said the media were doing a "poor" job. In his national survey in
1992, Henningham found journalists to be young (median age 32), one-third of them women, and
stressed but satisfied with their work. About 39 per cent possessed a degree or a diploma, while
65 per cent considered journalism to be a profession (Henningham, 1993).
In 1992, a majority of journalists described their general political leanings as "a little left"
(35 per cent) or "middle of the road" (41 per cent), and they possessed mixed professional values
(Henningham, 1995). In a telephone survey in 2000, Pearson and Brand found that 39 per cent
of journalists were women; journalists' median age was between 35 and 39; as many as 56 per
cent of them possessed a university qualification, and a majority of them had political leanings
towards the left to middle of road (Brand & Pearson, 2001).
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At the time this study was conducted, Australian journalism was being subjected to a number
of forces. As outlined in the State of the news print media in Australia 2006 report, significant
changes in the role ofjournalists as news reporters and bloggers raised important questions about
the skills journalists required to gain or remain in a job. Issues raised included the intermingling
of news and commentary, the rapid transformation of newspaper companies into multimedia
organisations, as well as moves towards breaking news online, sectionalisation of newspapers,
commercialisation of information, multiple media formats for news and doubling-up ofjournalists
as bloggers (Australian Press Council, 2006).
This study was carried out against this backdrop in the south-eastern Australian state of Vic-
toria between July 2007 and February 2008. The aim was to ascertain the changing roles of
journalists. Victorian journalists were asked a broad range of questions about their perceptions
of their roles and values in an attempt to understand the current newsroom environment. The
study also compared entry-level journalists with veteran journalists in an attempt to shed light on
generational changes.
Methodology
The research adopted a two-step approach, combining quantitative and qualitative methods.
In the first stage, 600 survey questionnaires were sent to journalists in metropolitan, suburban
and regional print, radio and television newsrooms in Victoria. In the second stage, in-depth
interviews were conducted to supplement the information gathered through the surveys; 12 senior
and early career journalists were interviewed, some - but not all- of whom requested anonymity.
The survey built on and borrowed from the work conducted in Australia by Henningham in 1992
and in the US by Weaver et al in 2002. For the purposes of comparison, responses were divided
into three groups: 0-7 years' experience (33 per cent of responses); 8-19 years' experience in the
newsroom (31 per cent); 20 and above years' experience (36 per cent). Of the 600 surveys, 83
were returned, and all were anonymous.
The focus of the project was journalists' views about a broad range of issues, including news-
room changes over the past decade. Journalists were asked about:
Their satisfaction with their current employment conditions;
Their perceived level of autonomy in covering news stories;
Their level of dependence on new media technologies;
Their interaction with, and understanding of, their readers' /audience needs;
Their views on news gathering techniques which raised ethical dilemmas;
Groups of individuals who had an influence on their performance;
The media's role in society.
Findings
The results were consistent with the findings of earlier studies of journalists in Australia. In
this study, conducted in 2007, 42 per cent of respondents were women; 59 per cent of them were
aged between 30 and 39; and 66 per cent possessed a university degree. Respondents were evenly
divided on a number of contentious ethical matters, although a clear majority did not approve of
the naming of rape victims, breaching the confidentiality of sources, or claiming to be somebody
else in order to get a story. Respondents were generally satisfied with their choice of vocation,
although stressed because of tight deadlines. Many expressed cynicism about their employers'
level of concern for their welfare and the constant emphasis on maximising the audience.
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Working conditions
As indicated earlier, the results were divided into three groups based on "experience" levels.
Table I shows the gender balance in the relevant newsrooms. How this will develop in future is
unclear, but in response to the question of whether they planned to continue working as journal-
ists in the near future, one of the female journalists said:
Yes - with qualifications. Journalism remains a male bastion with few conces-
sions for women who are mothers. The introduction of WorkChoices means there
is certain to be further pressure applied to wind back hard-fought advances such
as paid maternity leave: in fact, within Fairfax Media, this has already been dis-
pensed with for a small group of Brisbane Times reporters who were signed up on
individual contracts. A recent decision not to push ahead with sourcing child care
for Melbourne-based Fairfax workers is another blow in this direction. All this
is happening as the news cycle becomes truly 24 hours or print journos with the
company pushing online filing. Family friendly? That's an (sic) empty rhetoric.
(Journalist I, 2007)
Table 1: Work experience - gender cross tabulation
Work experience Male Female Total %
0-7 years· 10 15 27 33%
8 years - 19 years 12 14 26 31%
20 years and above 24 6 30 36%
Total 46 35 83 100%
• gender for 2 respondents in this group is missing
Asked what was important when judging ajob (Table 2), a news organisation's editorial poli-
cies (70 per cent), amount of autonomy (53 per cent) and job security (47 per cent) were the
most significant considerations for all journalists. Experienced staff with more than 20 years in
journalism were more interested in employers' "editorial policies" (79 per cent for those with 20+
years experience in the newsroom compared with 63 per cent for 0-7 year experience) and the
"amount of autonomy" (63 per cent compared with 52 per cent) they may have in a newsroom.
New entrants were more inclined towards "a chance to get ahead" (52 per cent to 23 per cent for
20+ experience group) and "a chance to influence public affairs" (41 per cent to 33 per cent).
Table 2: How important are the following variables in judging jobs in your field?
Variables to judge the job Very Fairly Not too Don't No Totalimportant important important know answer
Pay 14% 71% 14% - - 100%
Fringe benefits 5% 37% 52% - 6% 100%
Editorial policies 70% 25% 5%
- -
100%
Job security 47% 43% 6% 1% 2% 100%
Chance to develop specialty 25% 55% 17% - 2% 100%
Amount of autonomy 53% 43% 4% - - 100%
Chance to get ahead 37% 49% 13% - - 100%
Chance to help people 36% 52% 12% - - 100%
Chance to influence public affairs 36% 42% 18% - 4% 100%
Computer use for tasks other than writing/scripting stories was consistent across the three ex-
perience groups (see Tables 3 and 4). New entrants who have been in the industry for up to seven
years use computers more often for finding sources and background information, checking facts
and receiving media releases than those who have been in the industry for more than 20 years.
Those who have been in the industry for more than seven years and less than 20 are as dependent
on computers as newcomers in the newsroom (Table 4).
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Table 3: Computer use at work
Several Less Don't use Don't NoUse of computer at work Daily times a Weekly often than computer know
week that at all answer
Find names or addresses of 75% 18% 5% 1% 1%- -
sources
Interview sources via email 18'Y. 11% 14% 41% 10% - 6%
Get background information 74% 22% 2% 1% - - -
Search for story ideas 48% 12% 18% 15% 1% - 6%
Check facts in a story 63% 23% 6% 6% - - 2%
Keep up with the news 80% 7% 5% 8% - - -
Search for/receive press 80% 8% 4% 5% 1%
-
2%
release
Communicate via email 51% 17% 8% 16% 4% - 5%
Use spreadsheets/statistical 11% 6% 17% 41% 10% 1% 14%program
Table 4: Dally computer use - experience cross tabulation
Journalism Finding sources Background Check facts Receive media
experience information releases
0-7 years 85% 74% 67% 89%
8 - 20 years 88% 81% 73% 92%
20 + years 53% 67% 50% 60%
Ethical issues
The journalists surveyed appeared to have considerable respect for the public in general. A
majority of the respondents agree that the public was interested in social problems (28 per cent
strongly agree or 43 per cent somewhat agree), and was not gullible (58 per cent strongly agree
and 25 per cent somewhat agree). The journalists considered that the media were influential (on
the scale of 0-10, respondents assessed the media's influence at around 8). An overwhelming
number of respondents expressed satisfaction with their organisation's performance (91 per cent),
although less with the media in general (61 per cent). In the interviews, most journalists blamed
others for the media's generally less than flattering public image.
Most respondents (93 per cent) did not approve of the release of"off-the-record" information;
84 per cent did not approve of a journalist claiming to be someone else in order to gain informa-
tion; and 63 per cent did not approve of paying people for confidential information. However, 63
per cent of respondents approved using confidential business or government documents without
authorisation. Respondents were divided on the use of personal documents without permission;
being employed in an organisation to gain information; using hidden cameras and microphones;
and using actors for news re-creation or dramatisation.
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Table 5: Given an important story. would you approve of the following in any circumstances?
Justified on Would not Not Don't No
occasion approve sure know answer
Paying people for confidential information 34% 63% 4% - -
Using confidential business / government 63% 18% 4% - 16%documents without authorisation
Claiming to be somebody else 13% 84% 1% - 1%
Agreeing to protect confidentiality and not doing so 6% 93% 1% - -
Badgering unwilling information/sources to get the 49% 43% 5% - 2%
story
Making use of personal documents without 46% 49% 2% - 2%permission
Getting employed in a firm to gain inside 36% 49% 12% 1% 1%information
Using hidden camera or microphones 41% 49% 7% - 2%
Using re-creations or dramatisations of news by 46% 37% 8% 2% 6%
actors
Disclosing the names of rape victims 7% 90% 2% - -
None of the early career journalists (0-7 years experience group) agreed that their overall
honesty and ethical standards were "very high", compared with 15-17 per cent of the more ex-
perienced groups (8-20 years and 20+ years). Overall, though, respondents considered their own
honesty and ethical standards were "very high" (11 per cent), "high" (52 per cent) or "average"
(31 per cent). In regard to the influence of newsroom values on ethical standards, respondents
indicated that day-to-day newsroom learning (91 per cent), senior journalists (86 per cent) and
family upblinging (63 per cent) were all "extremely influential" or "quite influential". There was
no significant difference between less or more experienced journalists' views, except that the new
entrants rated teachers marginally higher than others as an influential factor (44 per cent to 30 per
cent for more experienced journalists).
Almost all respondents agreed that it was "extremely" or "quite" important for the media to
get information to the public quickly (75 per cent and 22 per cent), provide analysis of complex
problems (77 per cent and 20 per cent), and investigate authorities and others' claims and state-
ments (88 per cent and 10 per cent). On the question of the media's role in exposing wrongdoing
by public officials or business, almost 60 per cent considered this role to be "extremely" or "quite"
important. Some of the difficulties in achieving this became clear in the interviews. For example,
Robin Jacklin, the executive producer of ABC news and current affairs in Victoria, stated that
investigative journalism is being undennined by government and corporation secrecy.
The other issue for investigative journalism is the rise of spin doctors and get-
ting to the heart of the information and it's not just in government, it is in many
big corporations as well. Trying to get through the wall put up to either spin the
information that a corporation or a political party wants to give you, to put them
in the best light or to simply stonewall all your efforts to get the information. And,
it's particularly relevant in government and probably more so at state government
level. (Jacklin, 2007)
More than 85 per cent of the journalists who responded to the survey also indicated that it was
"extremely" or "quite" important to motivate "ordinary people" to get involved in public discus-
sions of important issues. More experienced journalists consider providing analysis of interna-
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tional issues, discussion of national policy, and assisting the public to develop intellectual and
cultural interests to be more significant than do less experienced joumalists (Table 6).
Table 6: How important do you think a number of things are that the news media do or try to do today?
Extremely 0-7 8-20 20+
Important years years years
Get information to the public quickly 75% 56% 85% 83%
Provide analysis of complex problems 77% 70% 85% 83%
Provide entertainment and relaxation 28% 19% 48% 23%
Investigate claims and statements 88% 89% 88% 87%
Provide analysis of international developments 63% 56% 62% 70%
Stay away from stories where factual content cannot be 37% 26% 38% 47%
verified
Discuss national policy while it is still being developed 49% 41% 50% 57%
Develop intellectual and cultural interests of the public 40% 30% 38% 50%
Be an adversary of public officials by being constantly 31% 30% 35% 30%
sceptical of their actions
Be an adversary of business by beinn constantly sceptical 29% 33% 23% 30%
of their actions
Set the political agenda 7% 11% 12% -
Give ordinary people a chance to express their views on 48% 48% 54% 43%public affairs
Motivate ordinary people to get involved in public 52% 63% 50% 43%discussions of important issues
Point people toward possible solutions to society's 28% 30% 27% 27%problems
Job satisfaction
Although 90 per cent of the respondents expressed satisfaction with their choice of vocation,
most considered their employer cared more about profit and audience size than staff morale.
Table 7: Level of satisfaction
Level of satisfaction Responses %
Very satisfied 21 25%
Fairly satisfied 54 65%
Somewhat dissatisfied 7 8%
Very dissatisfied 1 1%
Total 83 100%
Table 8: How important would you say the following goals are to the owners?
Extremely Quite Somewhat Not very Don't No
important important important important know answer
Earning profits 66% 13% 4% 14% 1% 1%
Maintaining employee morale 11% 20% 39% 28% 2% .
Keeping the size of your audience 69% 20% 7% 1% 2% .
as large as possible
Producing journalism of high quality 48% 30% 17% 4% . 1%
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A majority of respondents (64 per cent) described journalism as a "profession", compared
with 23 per cent as a "craft" and 5 per cent as a "trade".
Newsroom environment
Senior journalists interviewed for this study acknowledged that newsrooms are changing.
Newspapers are going through a transitional phase and it is not clear, for instance,
what this product or this oflice will look like in five or 10 years' time. There are
fewer members of staff, fewer resources and the paper itself is shrinking. Some-
times I would like more time for research and the opportunity to write about a topic
in more depth. (Journalist 2)
Another interviewee said that, because of the cumulative impact of reductions in resources and
staff numbers, coupled with the need to update stories online on a regular basis, "the end result
is that increasingly what you read is what comes off the press releases" (Hughes, 2007). Some
argued that the nature of news business itself and its links to advertising revenue and ratings were
responsible for the pressure-cooker environment in the newsroom.
Every day we are in competition ... If we are not getting the ratings to justify our
existence then we have to make changes. Now, the first area to suffer always is the
rep0l1ing staff ... then we look at the producers ... finally we look at the presenters
... then we look at the managing staff. (Russell, 2007)
Respondents also blamed defamation laws and government regulation as factors significantly
limiting their freedom to cover issues and events.
The inclination of the govemment to tweak national security laws ... In the court
system in particular, it makes reporting of some proceedings very difficult ... and
there are increasing efforts to shut journalists out of terrorism-related hearings al-
together. (Journalist 3)
Often we are threatened with legal action, and we simply don't have the legal re-
sources to continually investigate stories, so at times good stories are not covered
due to legal concerns that perhaps bigger organisations could easily cover. (Jour-
nalist 4)
Others considered that competition and commercial interests were compromising journalism val-
ues in the newsroom.
Commercial ownership - ads limit space, and advertisers can use leverage to have
unfavourable material pulled, pushed back, or altered. (Journalist 5)
It's about mateship over professionalism. Undue pressure is being put on people
to squeeze them out to make room for mates, who are not better journalists by any
means. (Journalist 6)
I think news values are in a state of flux. Whilst the traditional values are still a
bedrock, there's an increasing emphasis on trivia and celebrity-based information
as news and that confuses peoplf: of course because there isn't sometimes the con-
flict involved. (Journalist 7)
J{ changing environment
Senior journalists expressed concern that, although new entrants are armed with new tech-
nologies, some new journalists were not developing the people skills and investigative research
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techniques needed to gain credibility in the community. Chief court reporter at The Age, Peter
Gregory, said that although young journalists were better educated, more sober, industrious and
confident than journalism trainees in the past, they also lacked "all round training".
There are relatively fewer people in the news rooms. Younger people are given
responsible jobs to do from quite early on, and I suspect their training can almost,
even though there are people who are involved in giving them training and that is
quite organised, but their actual on-the-job training can almost be accidental. Peo-
ple are put in different areas and they don't perhaps get the full range of training
that they might have done previously. (Gregory, 2007)
Matthew Ricketson ofTheAge said technology and deadline pressures were encouragingjournalists
to stay at their desks and thus risk losing touch with their audience. So much information was
available via mobile phones and computers that the need to go out and "press the flesh" had been
greatly reduced. Allan Russell, chief of staff at Channel 10, said cadet journalists came into the
newsroom with high expectations of their role, and lacked understanding of the situation they
would be working under, including the importance of ratings.
They (young journalists) are totally naive. They are like a politician who goes to
the parliament for the first time with the great ideals that they are going to change
the world ... then the stark reality of how it all works, and the situation they are
working in hits home, and they soon have their feet put back on the ground. (Rus-
sell,2007)
Gary Hughes, former head of the investigative journalism unit at The Age, said many skills were
being lost: "What I mean is, the investigative approach or thorough research, perseverance in
reporting and the mental attitude to do in-depth reporting is being lost." (Hughes, 2007)
All those interviewed acknowledged that media organisations such as The Age and the ABC
have extensive in-house cadetship training and mentoring programs. However, some indicated
that the days of informal mentoring in the newsroom were being lost.
My recollection from my earlier days was that there were a lot of reporters going up
to the local pub, which was the Golden Age, and you know young reporters would
mix with older reporters and sub-editors and so on and there was both debriefing,
just general getting to know people, and also some sort of sharing of wisdom, if
you like. You know it wouldn't have been described in that way, it was just talking
about the day's work. But, in effect it was an informal way of information and tips
and advice and so on being passed on from one generation to another. (Ricketson,
2007)
Many early-career journalists start their careers in regional or suburban news organisations.
Some of the younger journalists interviewed for this study felt that the haphazard pattern of
training and mentoring in smaller newsrooms was responsible for developing "bad habits" in
their first job. A new entrant journalist commented about his experience in his first job with a sub-
urban newspaper: "I thought the workload was immense. Essentially, it was one person having
to be the sort of news editor, the writer, you know, chief of staff. So the onus was on you to learn
and deliver stories." (Journalist 8)
An editor who manages a regional newspaper said he was "tired of managing staff issues, out-
dated equipment, lack of resources and meeting deadlines. Need professional development - self
renewal" (Journalist 9). Another young journalist working in a regional news organisation said
(in response to a question about his/her future in journalism): "I do (want to continue working as
a journalist), but not sure for how long, as I am already feeling worn out by it, and I've only been
doing it for six years." (Journalist 10)
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Conclusion
Although limited in scope, this survey reveals the changing face of Australian newsrooms.
In the state of Victoria, the average working journalist is in his/her 30s, anned with a university
degree, working hard to meet deadlines and uses mobile phones and computers to a great degree
to assist news-gathering activities. This journalist considers that "otT the record" information
should remain otT the record and that journalists should not claim to be someone else in order to
gain information. However, journalists are divided on such issues as the use of personal docu-
ments without pennission, using hidden cameras or microphones, and using actors to re-create
or dramatise the news. The study indicates that some journalists receive a satisfactory level of
training and mentoring, while others, particularly in regional areas, do not.
Although further research is required, the study reflects wider trends in Australian journalism.
There is cause for concern because, in the words of an experienced interviewee, "the biggest
change ... is that the heart has gone out of it, out ofjournalism. The heart, not in terms ofpeople's
commitment to work, but the heart of working together" (Journalist 14).
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